A portrait bust presumed to be that of Bernard Palissy, in the Museum's collection of sculpture, focuses our attention on this many-sided genius of the French Renaissance who in Victorian times was likened to Leonardo da Vinci. Although in more recent days Bernard's star has lost some of its luster, we may profitably reexamine the man and his work.
small town of Agen in southwestern France and as a young man was apprenticed to a glasspainter. The preoccupation with science which so dominated his later years was evident in his youth when he traveled on foot throughout France observing and pondering upon the natural phenomena of the countryside. About 1539 he settled in Saintes, a town near the west coast of France and some sixty miles north of Bordeaux. He now painted portraits as well as stained glass and was also a surveyor. About 1546, when the Reformation first came to Saintes, he joined the Calvinist Church, thereby showing an independent spirit. He was to show courage when, in 1562 and afterwards, he was persecuted for his faith. Bernard Palissy brought fame to Saintes, for it was there that he learned to make the pottery that still bears his name.
How he came to be a potter is a fascinating tale which he himself tells us in his treatise "De l'art de terre." One day in Saintes he came upon "an earthen cup, turned and enameled with so much beauty" that he resolved to discover the secret of its manufacture and thereby make his fortune. As this bit of earthenware became the turning point in Bernard's career, there has been much speculation about it. Some believe it was Chinese porcelain, but it seems more likely that it was a piece of European pottery.
In 1539, when Palissy was establishing himself in Saintes, some fine ceramics were already being made in France. There were small factories in the great cities of Rouen and Lyon, and one also in Saint Porchaire, a small town not far from Saintes. It may well be that the cup that so roused Palissy was of Saint Porchaire faience.
Palissy's account of his labors in creating earthenware vessels should be required reading for the fainthearted, for Job himself was no more sternly tried. He learned the hard way, welcoming difficulties just to conquer them. "One cannot pursue or put into execution any design and work it out with beauty or perfection," Palissy wrote, "except with great and extreme labor, which never goes alone but is always accompanied by a host of anxieties." He experimented for years with scant success, "as a man groping in the dark." At one time he thought he had solved his problem: he had built a furnace that worked, designed his vessels, and coated them with enamels of his own invention.
"I had held my creditors in hope," he said,
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The So much for his life. The Museum's painted terracotta bust of the man we believe to be Bernard Palissy shows a bearded elder. His expression is grave and speculative. He wears his hat with an "artistic" negligence unusual in that elegant period. The doublet which shows beneath the fur-trimmed robe is held together by frogs of a type called brandenburgs and surmounted by a standing collar. When the bust arrived in the Museum as part of the Blumenthal collection, it had already been described as a portrait of Palissy. But it was then coated with a thick modern paint which not only seriously disfigured it but caused such doubts to be cast on its authenticity that it was not shown in the exhibition of the Blumenthal material. Now that the ugly repaint has been removed, revealing the modeling, the quality of the terracotta, and even traces of original coloring, all reservations about it vanish. 
